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Practitioners in the field of water supply
for several centuries have confronted them-
selves with the desire and the hope that
health benefits were not only obvious and
epidemiologically verifiable, but might in
fact be quantitatively demonstrable. At one
time or another, all of us engaged in this ex-
ercise, while some of us gave up and fell
back upon the position that "water was
good for people." For some decades, I in-
sisted upon this axiom as a matter of prin-
ciple and conviction!

The International Bank workers, belea-
gured by many demands upon them for limit-
ed loan funds, searched for more specific in-
dicators of water and well being. They pur-
sued the subject in these words:

"For thirteen years the International
Bank for Reconstruction and Development
has been engaged in investments in water
supply, following the principles outlined in
the sector paper on water supply and sewer-
age and the policy paper on the health sec-
tor. Throughout this period there has been a
search for reliable procedures for estimating
and predicting the health effects likely to re-
sult from such investments. Most workers in
the health field have accepted that benefits
ensue from the provision and use of potable
water. These benefits, however, have not
been quantified to permit the derivation of
reliable formulas which can be used to pre-
dict the public health effects of water supply
projects coming before the Bank."

The document here reviewed is the re-
sult of detailed exploration of the subject by
a panel in medical epidemiology, sanitary en-
gineering and economics. The findings, here
paraphrased, are of importance to those en-
gaged in the continuing struggle-to provide

water for drinking, cooking and bathing for
hundreds of millions of people throughout
the world. They now have minimum
amounts, almost universally unsafe.

As one might predict, the Panel was
unanimous in the conclusion that "Other
things being equal, a safe and adequate water
supply is generally associated with a healthi-
er population." On the other hand, the iden-
tification of water with specific health bene-
fits was fraught with difficulty, if not a futile
search. This is due to the fact that, simulta-
neously with the introduction of a safe and
sufficient water supply, governmental, phys-
ical, environmental, economic, cultural and
educational factors are in flux. All of these
have significant impacts upon disease and
health. Isolation of the water factor alone be-
comes difficult.

The need of the Bank and governments
remains for greater insight into the extent to
which disease may be reduced by various
measures. The Panel has suggested, there-
fore, that the Bank undertake a few, relative-
ly modest, studies in different regions, in
which only one or two specific diseases,
now heavily prevalent, might be closely fol-
lowed for some years to come.

The monograph, recently released by
the Bank, embodies a thoughtful reconnais-
sance of public health experience, with par-
ticular reference to the epidemiologic con-
sequences of the introduction of water and
other sanitary facilities. That the Panel ar-
rived at less than a definitive formula for a
cost-benefit criterion is simply a reflection of
the complexity of the issues, once the assign-
ment was clearly identified. Anyone en-
gaged in this public health activity will find
detailed examination of the document highly
profitable.
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Living in the Environment: Concepts,
Problems, andAlternatives offers to the pub-
lic health professional a new handle to relate
to the complex myriad of problems today.
For years ecology books catalogued catas-
trophies. This book goes much further. In the
first half it develops concepts of ecology,
population, resources, pollution, and poli-
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